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Welcome to the Ptrsonal DlgitaJ Archiving Confersnce 2015 website! 





The conterence will take place on April 24-26 on the New York Univer- 
sity campus in New York, NY. 

Many of us now ciocument our lives digitally. As these collections grow, 
so do the challenges involved in their management, preservation and 
(Me. Creators must actively manage their files, arxj collecting institutions 
must adapt their proceeses to accomnx>date personal digital materials 

Prelinger-Besser PDA 2015 ^ 



A Few interesting topics emerging 

from PDA's first day (lof2) 



What are the borders of the ''Personal"? Is a person's 
collection of works made by others still 'TersonaT'? (a 
teacher's collection of E-Books, a person's collection of 
movies or music, ...) 

Are authenticity issues in personal archives as important 
as in governmental or corporate archives? Does 
authenticity mean the same thing? 

The importance of Context for personal archives (and 
how can we get proper context when we collect by 
service, but conversations continue flipping from one 
service to another)? 



A Few interesting topics emerging 

from PDA's first day (2 of 2) 

What happens to your personal Media on 
contracted services after you die? 

Email services (gmail, yahoo) 

Cloud storage for documents (google docs) 

Social network services (FLICKR, YouTube) 

Should re-nnix and re-contextualization be 
regarded differently for mass media than for 
personal media? 

What should be the role of communities in 
maintaining personal archives? 



Along a spectrum 
of personal recordkeeping 
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I like to think of personal digital materials inhabiting a spectrum of personal recordkeeping 
that perhaps begins in the deep analog era: scratches in the sand, clay tablets, papyrus 
fragments, graffiti, etc., then extends to letters, postcards, quilts and diaries, then home 
movies and home video, into contemporary digital media, and finally towards digital (and 
post-digital) media we might expect (or not expect) in the future... 

We are already seeing a wild proliferation of devices for data capture and collection: 
dashcams, body cams (Google Glass was just a first effort), location data and metadata from 
phones, etc.; CCTV feeds; QS-type life data; endoscopy; sonograms; brain waves (not any 
time soon); medical telemetry. 
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Conspicuous corpora like Facebool<, Twitter, email, etc. occupy much of our attention when 
thinking about PDA. Other media are less conspicuous, or harder to collect. Text messages? 
Paging? (examples?) (Amelia Acker's work) Someone presented on receipts yesterday. 
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In California our resource consumption (water, sewage, energy) is becoming increasingly 
important. Police monitor PG&E data for evidence of grow houses. 
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Socially minded archival theorists frequently speak of the authority embedded in archives, but 
I think the nature of this authority is changing. 

We are moving toward a moment (perhaps we're already there) where the historical and 
research value of personal records and microhistories, whether or not they're assembled into 
narratives of greater magnitude, rivals the perceived value of the kind of records traditionally 
collected, like official and institutional records, records of group endeavors and products of 
the culture industries. Laws and customs permitting, we might predict that most archival 
queries will soon target personal records. Given online social networks, this is probably 
already the case. 



In Kim Stanley Robinson's MARS TRILOGY human life has extended to several hundred years, 
but the bioscience of memory extension lags behind. Many people therefore are drawn to try 
and reconstruct events of more than a century back, and in so doing frequently search 
databases to see what happened. Interestingly, almost all the searches reference personal 
records. The current interest in genealogy and family history already skews many archival 
searches towards personal rather than institutional records — or, when institutional, records 
directly describing individual lives. Might we say that in the future we will find that personal 
records are of greater historical and research interest than institutional? Will institutional 
records languish? 




Perhaps it's more actionable to tliinl< about merging efforts to collect "personal archival material" with 
institutional archival material. By thinking of these as two different kinds of records, we accept a 
growing asymmetry in the historical record, especially in a time when it is starting to become widely 
recognized that institutional histories fall far short of documenting lived and social experience. We 
have focused on the fonds rather than the flavor. The two kinds of collections constitute two 
oppositional, yet codependent, ways of addressing the past. This is a necessary challenge. There's no 
way we can simply collect and display mass media, institutional and government records and call that 
history. We have to merge the collective and the personal. Ephemeral culture is like air — we all exhale 
it — it doesn't stop at the institutional door. 



Authorship, capture, calculation 
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As a home movie archivist I am driven to compare authorship to amateur film (define) and 
capture to home movies. This is a fuzzy and I think provisional distinction, but perhaps 
useful. Authorship is typically the province of the subject (though I would much prefer to say 
the agent or protagonist) of personal records. Capture and calculation can be, but 
increasingly these are performed by third parties. We may capture our car trips through a 
GoPro on the dashboard, but our license plates are being read by stationary and mobile 
readers in many cities and our emails and texts captured by virtue of generous public 
subsidy. 
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And my pass for the plane I'll board in two hours bears the result of a number of calculatio 
performed both by the airline and the TSA, who as I get older has judged me less of a risk. 
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Calculation isn't aggregation or concatenation Qussi Parikka: "Machines don't just write 
narratives; they calculate."), it's an emerging form of memory. Wolfgang Ernst: "A computing 
culture, from a media-archaeological view, deals not with narrative memory but with 
calculating memory — counting rather than recounting, the archaeological versus the 
historical mode." (Geology of Media, 7) It's a fairly new type of memory that arises, among 
other places, from data capture and collection, and we have not yet accounted for it in the 
archives. 
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Some obvious reasons personal digital records are inconvenient to collect and preserve 

— privacy 

— the usual digital hassles 

— ephemerality 

— difficulty in capturing 

— proliferation of extremely granular data 
We've spoken about this time and again... 



15 



But I think that inconvenience has its virtues. Wrangling with inconvenience is like choosing to 
write by hand instead of typing or dictating. You learn more about the words you are 
processing. 

I discovered this with physical media while making my urban history programs, some of which 
are unfortunately called "Lost Landscapes." These were originally prompted some years back 
by an interest in showing historical films to audiences who potentially had a direct 
relationship to the material. Film is inconvenient, hard to show; it takes time, labor and 
resources to inspect, repair, document, prep for scanning, scan, edit, etc. But this can involve 
community members, creators and their relatives. The first new audience for archival 
materials is the group that opens boxes or clicks on directories and touches material for the 
first time. But when you recontextualize it into something new, like a structured program, 
interesting things happen. When the scale changes [describe]; Don Perry touched on this 
yesterday morning. When you offer audience and community members a change to speak, 
comment, etc., even more interesting things happen. 
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Archives are a means to an end, not an end in themselves, and wrestling with the 
inconvenience of certain kinds of records causes a kind of reprocessing to commence, in 
which records can serve completely new purposes and often new interests. 

PDA is also a prime locus of accidental archiving. This has been a characteristic of most 
moving image archival initiatives, and it is one of the reasons why many archives are 
precarious — why they might not be well-organized or well-run, or enjoy sufficient 
institutional or public support. But while some of us might regret the accidentalness, I'm not 
sure it is all bad. It can help keep records within communities, and help them stay relatively 
open, instead of being enclosed within institutional settings. But there is ambivalence built 
into this distinction. 
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I want to quickly mention hoarding. We generally think of hoarding as pathology, but I feel 
that it is often an attempt at re-rooting, at halting the supersonic trajectory of modern 
cultures, at building a coherent nest in a windy world. Scott Herring, in his really courageous 
and beautifully written new book The Hoarders, tries to depathologize hoarding in a number 
of ways, and it is well worth reading. But might we locate hoarding, this most inconvenient 
and dangerous practice, somewhere on the spectrum of personal information management 
and personal archiving practice? 



Should we expect that the future 
audiences for PDA material wil 
have very different reasons for 

viewing it? 
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And we know from past works that 
aggregations create new meanings 



Aggregating all the photos of the Digital 
Diaspora is hugely more meaningful than a 
single photo 

One tweet says very little, but thousands of 
tweets can show trends or depict a 
particular event or day 



But in the PDA world, aggregating 
items causes significant problems 



Vast quantity of user-contributed materia 

No easy way to control for quality, file format, 
metadata (not even any consistency for any of 
these)- 



Every Personal Content Creator has a 

Different Approach 



Different file-naming conventions 

Different file formats 

Different compression schemes 

Different metadata or tagging 

Stored in different arrangements/hierarchies 

Stored in different places (cellphone, 
personal hard disk, Instagram/Facebook, ...) 
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Protection and control 
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HB: What kind of regimes exist for protecting personal information? Have they worked or not? 
What's coming? 



WIRELESS POSSIBILITIES 

We began with sparks, we progressed 
to coherers, and now we have valves; 
but let it not be thought for a moment 
that the valve represents finality to 
any thinking being. 

Broadcasting at present has really 
become so universal only on account 
of the exceedingly public nature of 
wireless, for, when we are able to obtain 
accuracy of tuning and direction, we 
shall not only use the latter to guide 
ships at sea, but we shall have corre- 
spondence which can be conducted with 
a reasonable degree of secrecy. We 
shall have special wave-lengths for the 
Government, special wave-lengths for 
Parliamentary debates, and the Divorce 
Courts. We shall not conduct our 
conversations in such a manner that 

[68] 



WIRELESS AND WAR 

any schoolboy with a piece of wire, a 
needle, and some sugar, can promptly 
listen in. 

The very idea suggests a new 
" Peeping Tom." 

As far as communication is concerned, 
we shall have whole armies in 
instantaneous touch with each other: 
it may indeed make real secrecy more 
difficult. It should always be re- 
collected that when we refer to wireless 
speech, wireless control, and Radio 
Vision, we do not necessarily mean 
the same form of electrical wave by 
which we now broadcast a comic opera. 

It is with oscillation that we are 
really concerned, and we may discover 
many forms of electronic vibration at 
present occupying portions of the 

[69] 



A.M. Low, wireless Possibilities, 1924 



RP: We all seem to be terribly concerned about privacy. I am, of course, a strong advocate of 
personal privacy, and I want to make sure my friends are too. But I spent an hour searching 
the Sony emails for interesting words and names (and I won't tell you what I found) and my 
eyes turn to luggage tags when I'm caught in a long line. That's how I met the real Steve 
Zissou at JFK.... 

The point I want to make is that we are not clear-headed about privacy in the US, because as 
a society we conspire to protect business and state interests who collect and sequester data 
about all of us. We don't know how to accommodate privacy in our society as it is now 
structured and we certainly don't know much about the contours of the world we might want 
to live in. We protect what little turf we can behind a fence of subjectivity, and we're going to 
feel violations of our privacy subjectively. We haven't taken to the streets (well, only once) to 
protest mass surveillance. And in such a situation it is hard to expect that privacy protection 
laws can ever give us the freedom from observation we think we want. 
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In the popular music world we are seeing highly organized efforts to analyze and tag songs so 
that they can be performed and sold in reference to other songs, but also so that they can be 
deployed to affect mood, emotional state, work performance, etc. This is a relatively 
impersonal way of doing something that can be done perhaps even more effectively by 
intensively mining personal digital info, (the various Twitter mood studies, etc.) This may lead 
to arguments against collecting (or against algorithmic access to personal traces.) 



I actually find it quite fascinating that the language of archival practice and workflow is being 
remapped over to this area. Intentional personal archives practice is one thing, but 
involuntary personal recordkeeping to which the protagonists involved have no access is quite 
another. And I am also tickled that many of us who identify as access-positive are quite 
interested in this stuff, because there are so many reasons that much of these materials 
should never be terribly accessible. 

But I have a hypothesis that many people may feel less sensitive about sharing records 
themselves (and conceding control over basic information) than conceding control over the 
narratives and timelines that you can compute or assemble out of personal records. Stories, 
whatever you may think they are, are interpretive and often normative, and as such feel like 
they need to be controlled more. 




Explain, and talk about digital model of Detroit and its value. 



Rights and responsibilities 
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In my work with home movies, I'm obliged to ignore rights for the most part. That's the only 
practical way to work with home movies, and it is important that we do not let these films 
escape analysis, screening and reuse. Will any kind of use of personal digital works ever be 
licit? In Europe there are ECL schemes around home movies — would we ever want to 
promote ECL with regard to personal digital production? If so what issues do we get into? 
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Perhaps I could propose a new right, or at least a new attribute of data: non-interoperability. 
Many of our worries regarding misuse (or unregulated reuse) of personal digital data have to 
do with matching, aggregation and computational analysis. When NCIC (National Crime 
Information Center) first launched, there were worries about mismatching and the loss of 
local autonomy. Similar worries exist today regarding integrated threat databases and the 
aggregation of credit, financial, PNR, vehicle travel, biometric, criminal, civil court, insurance, 
health, communications, social media and other records. Europe seems stronger when it 
comes to siloing some of this data. Should we stipulate non-interoperability for certain 
records? Or are we likely to hear calls for this as time passes? 



HB: Maybe we need to separate the act of preserving from questions of use/usability? That 
might delay some of the privacy/snooping problems where RP suggests non-interoperability. 
Though it may create other problems, it can more clearly define the limits of the Archivist's 
role into something that's more viable than the almost endless role of having to figure out 
how to make every weird and strange format readily available. 

HB: One example from Forensics: The Archivist could grab a disk image of a hard disk, but 
should they be responsible for making sure that researchers can view erased files or earlier 
versions of various documents? Maybe they should just make sure that they don't destroy 
those residues, and provide funky software for the researcher to figure out how to use. But let 
the researcher (digital humanist) be responsible for figuring out how to use this software. 
Qulia Kim's NYU Library project). Maybe that's as far as the Custodian (the Archivist or 
Collector) should go collecting and making sure that they're not destroying anything. And 
maybe even making some raw tools available to researchers. But not uncovering everything 
themselves. 



RP: I have an issue with longtime deferral of access. To quote Althusser out of context, "the 
'last instance' never comes." This is very long-term. ...what happens with the very simple id( 
that use justifies archives? 



Who is the Audience for PDA material? 



Audiences change, particularly over time 
and in aggregation 
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Duck and Cover 

Sponsor: U.S. Federal Civil Defense Administration, 1951 
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Who is the Audience for PDA material? 



Audiences today like the following types of 
works for completely different reasons than 
the creators had in mind: 

Home Movies 
Industrial Films 
Educational Films 

all other types of ephemeral films that RP's been 
responsible for ''re-discovering" 
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RP: I've recently been castigating cinephilia and criticizing its persistence in the moving image 
archives world. Cinephilia has no power, it's faith-based. It isn't sufficient to cause records to 
be saved in an era when there are many forces working to destroy them. But the flip side of 
cinephilia is that people work in archives because they love moving images. 

Personal archival records are sometimes lovable, but they're often not very charismatic. 
Mostly by accident, I saved six years of answering-machine messages from 1981 to 1986, 
and they are very difficult to listen to. I'm glad I did. But what about the boring emails? What 
about endless repetitive texts? Is this less about the record itself than about trying to save the 
fabric of life itself? Where does our drive to collect come from? 



"I think it's only natural for persons coming upon an enormous collection 
of evocative material to want to make use of it somehow, to exploit its 
potential.. ..As much as I am driven by a longing for authorship and a 
desire to create the ultimate representation of potential narratives lying 
dormant in the excessive multiplicities of the collections I have been 
privileged to access, I have had to concede that the true potential of a 
collection is only expressed by the collection itself, in its entirety, over its 
lifetime as a collection and the histories and futures of all its individual 
items and the people who use them. There is an element of regret in this 
capitulation because it means that no individual, including myself, can 
fully absorb and appreciate it holistically, its enormous universe of 
nuances and qualities, its echoes and patterns and singular statements 
that have never before been made and will never be made again. Such 
knowledge can only be held collectively, and is never fully communicated 
among its participants." 

Megan McShea, "A Scrapbook of High Zero 2003" 
http://www.highzero.org/2003_documentation/ 



Roles & Responsibilities 

the Archivist vs the normal human (lof 2) 

Who is responsible for what part of stewardship? 

Each party likely knows more than the other about 
certain segments of an item's life-cycle 

Digital Archive projects tell us that Archivists should 
intervene in the Creation phase of the life-cycle 

InterPARES— If we hope to preserve electronic records, 
archivists need to be involved early in the life-cycle of that 
record, long before the record enters the archive 

Preserving Digital Public Television— Pushing metadata 
gathering upstream into the production cycle 



Roles & Responsibilities 

the Archivist vs the normal human (2 of 2) 



But Archivists are often ineffective at 
making rules or guidelines that tel 
individuals what to do 

They might be more effective if they 
spoke the language of content creators, 
and appealed to their value systems 



Develop Cooperative Relationships 



Get involved in their activities 
Develop partnering relationships 
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But maybe even this is too intrusive? 



Involvement in the creation phase of a 
record's life-cycle does affect the nature of a 
record 

Might this violate Archival principles? 
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To Save, Not to Save, and Why to Save 
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Bigger question 



What do we save? 

If we save the "good" or "precious" items, 
that won't leave historians with a very robust 
picture of today 

If we try to save everything, isn't that 
overl<ill? It's obsessive (and even fetishistic) 
to save so much. Decades ago libraries gave 
up a "just in case" approach to collecting. As 
Rick points out, maybe we're trying "to save 
the fabric of life itself"? 
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RP: A few thoughts about the issue of to save or not to save: 

Will the proliferation of personally-linked digital data lead, or follow, the continuing 
availability of cheap storage? In other words, will it encourage development of high-density, 
inexpensive storage and un-stall Moore's Law, or will it only continue if storage continues to 
get smaller, faster and cheaper? 



Event Unavailable 

We're sorry, this Event isn't working right now. Please try again later. 
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Will the general fragility of IT systems and their dependence upon the continuing availability 
of connectivity and energy affect what we can capture and save? Are digital records at greater 
risk than analog? It is tempting to throw analog away, and in certain ways it may be more 
difficult to definitively discard digital. 
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How might we think of the quality (or contours) of life without detailed personal records and 
registries? Or life with a high degree of transparency and sharing, as with tax data in 
Scandinavia? Will we live in a digitally Panoptic village, the equivalent of a gossipy small town? 



Robert C. Binkley, Manual on Methods of Producing Research Materials, 1937 
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Can we rely on protagonists to collect their own materials in the long term? Will community, 
clan, or kinship arrangements to preserve bits arise? Will the widely distributed archives 
concept succeed? Does LOCKSS scale out of the library world? Will individuals do records 
appraisal, carrier migration, reformatting, QA? 

Perhaps more generally, will practice trickle down or trickle up? Will institutional patterns of 
digital archiving practice do much to influence vernacular practice? Or will it be the other way 
round? Or will there be reciprocal influence? 
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Professionals have always made decisions over what to collect, and MORE IMPORTANTLY, 
what not to collect. But most appraisal decisions are hard to defend after time has passed, 
(mention Universal, Leadbelly, etc.) One way to address this difficulty has been to dispense 
with appraisal and selection, especially when it is actually difficult to select, as with off-web 
digital materials. Will this bifurcated approach continue? How will we define appraisal? (Terry 
Cook?) Should it continue? Is it fine the way it is? 
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One way of thinking about tliis, in wliicli I am indulging a lot these days, is that personal 
records problematize archival practice. Is PDA the wedge some of us have been looking for 
that can problematize archival workflows, "ordinary" archival activity, archival hierarchies and 
power relations as inscribed in or performed by the archives? As I have sometimes wondered 
about home movies, does PDA "queer" the archives? Or do we need to find a new paradigm 
for thinking about personal archival activity in all of its realms that looks far outside the 
language of archiving? 

We can theorize PDA because the appraisal, custodial and technical challenges are daunting. 
Or, and this is harder, try and do something much harder yet much more important. 

Archives have immense transformative power. Archives are, or should be seen as, producers 
of culture. As archivists we serve not only those around us but those yet unborn. 
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To a great extent, collecting is existential and opportunistic. Now that archival practice is no 
longer exclusively defined as a function of authority, we collect for many reasons, but they are 
often poorly explained. And much digital collecting is also driven by our capability to do it 
rather than by our assessment of its value. Scale may render this kind of anti-appraisal 
necessary, but that doesn't mean we have to accept it. We do not have to become asocial 
archivists collecting on a mass scale, like our highly skilled counterparts at Ft Meade busily 
filling up their repository in Bluffdale. 
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"Why Archive" postcard 



ACCOUNTABILITY. Archives collect evidence that can hold those in 
power accountable. 

SELF-DETERMINATION. We define our own movement. We need to 
create and maintain our own historical record. 

SHARE. Archives are a point of entry to our movement's rich record. 
We can use them to ensure transparency, generate discussion, and 
enable direct action. 

EDUCATE. Today's videos, flyers, web-pages, and signs are material 
for tomorrow's skill-shares, classes, and mobilizations. 

CONTINUITY. Just as past movements inspire us, new activists wil 
earn from the experiences we document. 

RECORD & COLLECT what's happening around you. 
PRESERVE the record. 



Why Archive? Postcard 



WHY ARCHIVE? 



CCOUNTABILlt^ 



ACCESSIBILITY 




SELF-DETERMINATION 



EDUCATION 



CONTINUI 



mmmmmmmmm 

can hold those in power 
ccountable. 



Archives make the rich record 
of our movements accessible. 
We can use them to ensure 
transparency, generate 
discussion, and enable direct 
action. 




We define our own movements. 
We need to create and maintain 
our own historical record. 

Today's videos, flyers, web- 
pages, and signs are material for 
tomorrow's skill-shares, classes, 
and mobilizations. 



Just as past movements inspire 
us, new activists will learn from 
j^e experiences we document 



Created by Activist Archivists in collaboration 
the OWS archives working group. 




activist-archivists.org 
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